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Abstract

The resurgence of the March 23 (M23) rebellion in Eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) reflects a
persistent cycle of conflict rooted in the exploitation of mineral resources, weak governance, and regional rivalries.
This paper investigates how the DRC’s vast mineral wealth—particularly coltan, gold, and diamonds—continues to
finance insurgent groups and exacerbate insecurity. Employing a qualitative research design, the study draws on both
primary sources, including interviews with regional experts and analysis of official documents, and secondary
sources such as scholarly articles, policy reports, and media accounts. Using a conflict analysis framework, it
explores the root causes, key actors, and evolving dynamics of the M23 insurgency, while also examining the role of
illicit trade networks and external geopolitical interests. The paper critically evaluates international responses—
including peacekeeping efforts, diplomatic negotiations, and sanctions by the United Nations, African Union, and
East African Community—nhighlighting their limitations and unintended consequences. By identifying gaps in current
conflict resolution approaches, the study proposes context-specific policy recommendations aimed at achieving
durable peace. Ultimately, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of resource-driven conflicts and the

challenges of international engagement in fragile state environments.

Keywords: M23 rebellion, Democratic Republic of the Congo, mineral resources, conflict analysis, international
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Introduction

The resurgence of the March 23 Movement (M23) in from human rights abuses, gender-based violence, and
eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has the destruction of essential infrastructure, even as
once again exposed the limits of international humanitarian agencies struggle to maintain corridors
peacebuilding. Between January and March 2024, of assistance under threat from armed actors.

renewed fighting displaced over 738,000 people in

North Kivu, South Kivu, and Ituri, adding to nearly Despite its vast mineral wealth-coltan, gold, tin, and
one million Congolese uprooted in previous waves of tungsten, the DRC remains mired in conflict, driven
violence (UNHCR, 2025). Civilians continue to suffer by weak governance, ethnic tensions, and external

meddling (Prunier, 2009; Collier & Hoeffler, 2004).

Investigations by the United Nations Group of
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Experts allege that Rwanda and Uganda have
provided weapons, logistical support, and recruitment
channels to M23 to secure both security buffers and
access to resource corridors (UN Group of Experts,
2012). These regional dynamics complicate efforts by
the United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission
in the DRC (MONUSCO) and African Union-led
mediations, which have repeatedly fallen short of
preventing M23’s re-emergence (Autesserre, 2014;
Human Rights Watch, 2023).

While MONUSCO’s Force Intervention Brigade
achieved a temporary defeat of M23 in 2013, the
rebellion’s return in 2022-23 underscores the
weaknesses of military-centric strategies
unaccompanied by political reform or robust resource
governance (Vogel, 2014; International Crisis Group,
2023). Regional efforts such as the East African
Community’s 2022 deployment, have similarly
struggled amid competing national interests and

divergent mandates.

This  paper critically evaluates international
interventions in the M23 crisis to identify coherent,
sustainable strategies for lasting peace in eastern
DRC. Specifically, the it assesses the mandates,
capacities, and outcomes of UN and regional
peacekeeping operations against M23; analyzes how
sanctions, diplomatic negotiations, and peace
processes have addressed or overlooked the conflict’s
political-economic roots; examines the impact of
regional sponsorship and resource governance on
intervention  effectiveness;  offers  integrated
recommendations which arecontext-sensitive. By
centering on the global response to M23, this study
aims to fill a critical gap in understanding how

international actors can better align mandates,
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resources, and local realities to break the cycle of
mineral-fuelled violence

Literature Review: The M23 Rebellion and
International Intervention

The conflict in eastern Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC) has attracted extensive scholarly
attention, particularly around the M23 rebellion’s
origins, its political-economic underpinnings, and the

international community’s responses.
Origins and Political Economy of M23

The M23 movement emerged in April 2012 when
former CNDP fighters, largely Congolese Tutsis
mutinied over Kinshasa’s failure to implement the
2009 Goma Accord on rank parity and political
representation (Stearns, 2013; Prunier, 2009). This
resurgence rekindled ethnic tensions rooted in the
1994 Rwandan Genocide and subsequent Hutu-FDLR
incursions into eastern DRC. Simultaneously, the
region’s vast mineral wealth; gold, coltan, tin,
tungsten provided the economic lifeblood for the
rebellion. Operating through illicit trade networks and
corrupt local officials, M23 taxed artisanal mines and
smuggled ores into Uganda and Rwanda, converting
mineral rents into arms and recruitment (Global
Witness, 2013; Verweijen, 2014). This classic
“resource curse” scenario is compounded by the
Congolese  state’s  fragility-porous  customs,
under-resourced security forces, and chronic political
instability, leaving large areas under de facto
non-state control (VVogel, 2014).

External sponsorship further amplified these drivers.
United Nations investigations documented Rwanda’s
provision of weapons and tactical advice, and
Ugandan-linked smuggling routes, as part of broader
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strategic and economic interests in eastern DRC (UN
Group of Experts, 2012; Boshoff, 2013). Official
denials by Kigali and Kampala contrast sharply with
field interviews and local media accounts of
clandestine arms caches and cross-border patronage
(Autesserre, 2014).

By showing how historical grievances, resource
exploitation, state failure, and regional patronage
intertwine, this review underscores why M23 has
proven so resilient, and why any intervention must
tackle these root-cause nexus points.

International Interventions:  Successes and
Failures

The international community has responded to the
M23 crisis through diplomatic efforts, military
peacekeeping, and economic sanctions. The United
Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO) has
been one of the most visible actors in addressing the
conflict. Originally established as MONUC in 1999
and later rebranded in 2010, MONUSCO is the largest
UN peacekeeping mission in the world, with a
mandate to protect civilians and support Congolese
state institutions (United Nations, 2023).

However, the effectiveness of MONUSCO remains a
subject of debate. Critics argue that despite its large
budget and troop presence, MONUSCO has failed to
prevent mass atrocities and protect civilians
effectively (Autesserre, 2014). The force has been
accused of being reactive rather than proactive, often
struggling to respond to rapidly evolving threats from
armed groups. Additionally, allegations of misconduct
by some peacekeepers have further eroded local trust

in the mission.
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In response to M23's resurgence, the UN also
established the Force Intervention Brigade (FIB) in
2013, composed of South African, Tanzanian, and
Malawian troops. Unlike traditional peacekeeping
forces, the FIB was given an offensive mandate to
engage and neutralize armed groups (Vogel, 2014).
This approach marked a shift in UN peacekeeping
strategy, leading to the military defeat of M23 later
that year. However, despite this temporary success,
M23 resurfaced in 2022, raising questions about the

sustainability of military solutions alone.
Diplomatic Efforts and Regional Responses

Beyond peacekeeping, diplomatic negotiations have
played a central role in addressing the M23 crisis. The
Nairobi and Kampala peace processes, facilitated by
the African Union (AU), sought to integrate M23
fighters into the national army and address underlying
political grievances (Boshoff, 2013). However, these
agreements have largely failed to produce long-term
stability, as many former rebels either returned to
armed conflict or fled to neighboring countries, only

to regroup later.

The role of regional organizations such as the East
African Community (EAC) has also grown in recent
years. In 2022, the EAC deployed a regional force to
support Congolese government efforts against M23
and other armed groups. While this intervention
signaled regional commitment to peace, its
effectiveness remains uncertain, as fighting has

continued in North Kivu province.
The Need for a Holistic Approach

While international interventions have achieved some
short-term successes, scholars increasingly argue that

addressing the M23 rebellion requires a more
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comprehensive approach that goes beyond military
solutions.  Autesserre  (2014) emphasizes the
importance of grassroots peacebuilding, strengthening
Congolese institutions, and addressing economic
grievances to break the cycle of violence. Similarly,
Stearns (2023) contends that international actors must
engage with local communities and civil society
organizations to foster sustainable peace.

As the M23 rebellion persists, understanding the
successes and failures of past interventions is critical
for shaping more effective policies. This study builds
upon existing literature to assess how the international
community can enhance its strategies in addressing
the conflict in the eastern DRC.

Conflict Analysis Framework

This study employs a Multi-Level Conflict Analysis
Framework to foreground the interwoven drivers of
the M23 rebellion. Drawing on classical and
contemporary theories of conflict, the framework
situates structural conditions, external sponsorship,
and local agency as mutually reinforcing lenses
through which to understand both the outbreak and
persistence of violence in eastern DRC.

Structural Drivers: Resource Wealth and

Governance Deficits

At the structural level, the DRC’s vast deposits of
coltan, gold, and tin create powerful economic
incentives for armed groups (Collier & Hoeffler,
2004). The “resource curse” literature highlights how
weak regulatory frameworks and endemic corruption
enable illicit extraction, generating revenues that fuel
conflict (Ross, 2004; Autesserre, 2014). Moreover,
deficient state capacity manifest in porous customs

posts, under-resourced judicial systems, and
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fragmented security forces, hollows out formal
authority, leaving a governance vacuum that rebels
exploit (UNDP, 2008; Autesserre, 2014).

External Sponsorship: Proxy Patronage and

Regional Rivalries

The regional level examines how neighboring states
and non-state patrons shape conflict dynamics. The
UN Group of Experts (2012) documents Rwanda’s
tactical advice, troop deployments, and materiel
transfers to M23 to secure its strategic interests in
eastern DRC (UN Group of Experts, 2012). Similarly,
Ugandan smuggling networks have been implicated in
transporting rebel-held minerals across borders
(Boshoff, 2013). This strand of the framework draws
on theories of proxy warfare, whereby external actors
leverage local insurgencies to pursue geopolitical
objectives, complicating both attribution and
accountability (Stearns, 2012; Pugh, 2005).

Local Agency: Community Dynamics and
Grassroots Peacebuilding

At the micro level, the framework gives primacy to
local agency-the ways in which villages, traditional
leaders, and civil-society groups navigate, mitigate, or
even perpetuate conflict. Lederach’s “peace pyramid”
emphasizes that rebuilding sustainable peace requires
engaging actors at the grassroots, middle-range, and
top leadership tiers (Lederach, 1997). Autesserre’s
ethnographic work further shows how community
dispute-resolution  mechanisms and  informal
patronage networks both enable M23’s adaptation and
offer entry points for locally driven peace initiatives
(Autesserre, 2014; Paffenholz, 2010).

These dimensions operate in concert rather than in

isolation: mineral rents for example, from illicit tin or
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coltan  exports-fuel  external  patronage by
neighbouring states, which in turn exploit Congolese
governance gaps to entrench their influence. Those
same weak institutions, porous customs posts and
under-resourced courts then drive local communities
to devise informal survival strategies, from artisanal
smuggling rings to  traditional = mediators,
inadvertently perpetuating cycles of violence. For
instance, when rebel-controlled ores cross into
Ugandan markets unchecked, the proceeds underwrite
both M23’s recruitment and the very corruption that
keeps state authorities impotent (Autesserre, 2014;
UN Sanctions Committee, 2013). By tracing these
feedback loops, our framework not only unites
structural, regional, and grassroots analyses but also
directs our empirical focus toward interventions-
sanctions  reinforced by  customs training,
peacekeeping linked to community mediation, and
governance reforms that can disrupt the
self-reinforcing logic of conflict.

M23 Influence on Mining Areas in North Kivu
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This IPIS map (January 2024—January 2025) reveals a
deliberate, phased expansion of M23 control over
North Kivu’s key mining zones. In January 2024, its
shaded influence concentrated north of Lake Kivu
around Masisi, Kitsule, and Kibabi—areas rich in
coltan and cassiterite. By April, the front had shifted
south through Shanje toward Minova, bringing
cassiterite and emerging gold fields under rebel sway.
By January 2025, M23’s reach extended west to
Walikale’s gold deposits and northeast into the
Kanyabayonga—Bingi  corridor, underscoring a
strategy of first securing high-value ores before
consolidating terrain. An inset locates North Kivu
within the DRC, while the legend’s temporal shading
and mine symbols (gold hexagons, pink pentagons,
blue diamonds) make clear that these advances are
resource-driven, not arbitrary. The map’s stark
layering  highlights ~ how  porous  borders,
under-resourced customs posts, and limited state
presence enable both artisanal miners and rebel
patrons to exploit the same networks—validating our
central argument that M23’s resilience is rooted in its
systematic capture of mineral wealth amid state

fragility.
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The ACLED map documents every reported clash,

attack, or presence of M23 (red circles) and Rwanda’s
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Defense Forces (RDF; grey circles) along eastern
DRC'’s frontier over a two-month period. Violence is
most densely concentrated around Rutshuru and the
approaches to Goma, underscoring M23’s repeated
thrusts toward this strategic provincial capital and
mirroring its territorial advances on mining corridors.
To the north, a string of engagements from Beni
through Masisi to Kanyabayonga aligns with gold and
coltan mining zones, revealing how M23 pairs
military pressure with resource extraction goals.
Along the southern border near Bunagana and Lake
Edward, incidents trace the smuggling routes used to
rotate fighters and illicitly export tin and coltan into
Uganda. Sparse RDF-related skirmishes just inside
the Rwanda—DRC boundary signal occasional
Rwandan incursions or shows of force, reflecting
Kigali’s security interests but also complicating
diplomatic mediation. Taken together, the map
illustrates how regional sponsorship, governance gaps
in FARDC and MONUSCO patrol coverage, and
local self-defense actions interact to sustain conflict
dynamics-highlighting the need for interventions that
integrate  border  monitoring, community-level
peacebuilding, and coordinated regional engagement.

International responses to the M23 Rebellion

Since its 2012 emergence, the M23 insurgency has
prompted a spectrum of international action-yet the
recurrence of violence in 2022-23 exposes the
shortcomings of these efforts. At the core stands
MONUSCO, the UN’s largest peacekeeping mission,
which in 2013 pioneered the Force Intervention
Brigade (FIB) to undertake offensive operations
against M23 under a Chapter VII mandate. Although
the FIB’s rapid recapture of Goma demonstrated the

tactical ~value of  “robust peacekeeping,”
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MONUSCQO’s overall impact has been hamstrung by
rigid engagement rules, supply-chain bottlenecks, and
delayed deployments that have allowed M23 to retain
control of key mining corridors and urban approaches
(Autesserre, 2014; International Crisis Group, 2023).
Likewise, DDR (Disarmament, Demobilization,
Reintegration) programmes for ex-combatants have
struggled amid endemic insecurity and weak
Congolese institutions, limiting their capacity to offer
viable alternatives to armed mobilization (Stearns,
2013).

Parallel diplomatic tracks led by the African Union,
the International Conference on the Great Lakes
Region, and the East African Community, have
produced high-level agreements, from the 2013 Addis
Ababa Framework to the EAC’s 2022 regional
deployment. Yet these initiatives have repeatedly
unraveled under the weight of mutual recriminations
and accusations of bias, especially between Kinshasa
and Kigali (Boshoff, 2013; UN Group of Experts,
2022). Efforts to compel Rwanda and Uganda to
withdraw logistical and financial support for M23
through peer-pressure and Western suspensions of
military aid have yielded only temporary concessions,
as porous borders and clandestine smuggling
networks quickly adapt to sanctions (UN Sanctions
Committee, 2013; Stearns, 2013).

Humanitarian responses led by UNHCR and NGOs
have alleviated some suffering-providing shelter,
medical care, and food assistance to hundreds of
thousands of displaced Congolese (UNHCR, 2023).
Yet persistent insecurity and restricted access to
frontline areas have repeatedly stalled aid delivery,
underlining the interdependence of protection and

peacebuilding:  without a secure environment,
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humanitarian corridors remain vulnerable, and
without concurrent political and economic reform,

security gains prove unsustainable.

Collectively, these experiences reveal that neither
military force, diplomatic accord, nor humanitarian
relief alone can resolve the M23 crisis. Interventions
must be reframed around a holistic strategy that
synchronizes MONUSCO’s tactical deployments with
strengthened  resource-governance  mechanisms,
empowers regional accountability frameworks to
close  patronage  networks, and integrates
community-based peacebuilders to cement local
buy-in. Only by weaving together security, political,
and economic strands can international actors hope to
dismantle the self-reinforcing dynamics that sustain
M23 and usher in durable stability for eastern DRC.

Challenges and Limitations of International

Interventions

International efforts in eastern DRC have repeatedly
been undermined by interlocking  regional,
institutional, and local factors. Persistent rivalries
between Rwanda and Uganda, for instance, erode the
impact of sanctions: covert military support and illicit
arms flows simply reroute through informal border
networks, neutralizing targeted travel bans and asset
freezes (UN Group of Experts, 2012; Autesserre,
2014). These proxy dynamics not only perpetuate
conflict but also expose how weak customs controls
and corrupt officials compound governance deficits,
allowing mineral revenues to finance armed groups

despite official embargoes.

Peacekeeping missions confront their own structural

constraints. MONUSCO’s sizable mandate is blunted
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by bureaucratic inertia, restrictive engagement rules,
and logistical shortfalls that delay deployments and
impede rapid response to emerging threats
(International Crisis Group, 2023). The Force
Intervention Brigade’s tactical successes against M23
in 2013 demonstrated what robust mandates can
achieve, yet the mission’s broader reactive posture
and uneven intelligence sharing have left rebel

pockets untouched and fueled local distrust.

Amid these failures, international strategies have too
often overlooked the critical role of local agency.
Drawing on Lederach’s (1997) peace-pyramid
concept, effective intervention must interweave
grassroots  dispute-resolution  mechanisms-village
peace committees, faith-based networks, and youth
councils into sanctions, DDR, and protection
strategies. In practice, humanitarian agencies struggle
to access insecure territories, and while local NGOs
and traditional chiefs frequently fill protection gaps,
their efforts remain peripheral to formal mission
planning (UNHCR, 2023). Without integrating these
community actors into the design and enforcement of
peace agreements, top-down measures will continue
to falter, and the cycle of displacement and violence

will persist.

By recognizing how regional sponsorship, governance
failures, and local peacebuilding capacities
co-produce both conflict and fragile stability, future
interventions can be designed to address these
challenges holistically-strengthening border
monitoring, reforming customs and judicial
institutions, and embedding grassroots mediators

within peacekeeping and humanitarian frameworks.

Conclusion
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The M23 rebellion in the DRC has laid bare how
mineral wealth, porous governance structures, and
geopolitical rivalries fuel protracted conflict and how
international interventions have often failed to address
these structural drivers. Despite MONUSCO’s
presence since 2010 and its robust civilian-protection
mandate authorized in 2013, the mission’s delayed
troop deployments and restrictive rules of engagement
allowed M23 to regain control of key towns like
Rutshuru and advance toward Goma largely
unchallenged (International Crisis Group, 2023).
Similarly, asset freezes imposed by the UN and EU in
2013 briefly curbed illicit gold flows, but weak
enforcement mechanisms and corruption at border
posts in Uganda and Rwanda quickly neutralized their
impact (UN Sanctions Committee, 2013).

These failures are not isolated. They align with the
three interlinked dynamics identified in this study’s

analytical framework:

1. Regional Sponsorship: External state
backing, particularly by Rwanda, has
enabled M23’s resilience despite sanctions.

2. Governance Deficits: The DRC’s limited
control over its eastern territory and customs
systems creates enforcement gaps for both
peacekeeping and economic regulations.

3. Local Agency: Community leaders and
traditional authorities—often sidelined in
formal peace efforts—play dual roles as both
conflict mitigators and unintended enablers
of informal networks that sustain the

rebellion.

These suggestions directly respond to these findings.

Pairing sanctions with institutional capacity-building
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addresses  enforcement  failures. = Embedding
peacebuilders and community representatives in DDR
and ceasefire processes acknowledges local agency,
while adaptive humanitarian-security coordination
fills the gaps left by top-down peacekeeping
mandates. Ultimately, durable peace in eastern DRC
requires interventions that are not only international
but also integrated, participatory, and context-
sensitive—attuned to the interplay of regional politics,
economic incentives, and grassroots dynamics that

sustain the M23 insurgency.

Recommendations

To address the intertwined challenges of regional
sponsorship, weak governance, and local agency in
the M23 crisis, this study proposes five integrated

strategies:

1. Strengthen Regional Accountability
Frameworks

Establish a multilateral oversight mechanism under
the African Union (AU) and the International
Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR) to
enforce reciprocal transparency among Rwanda,
Uganda, and the DRC. This body should mandate
real-time sharing of border-monitoring data, arms
transfers, and mining concessions, with civil society
participation in joint inquiry panels. Such peer
accountability mechanisms can deter proxy support

more effectively than unilateral sanctions.

2. Institutionalize a Relief-Security Nexus
Embed humanitarian actors within security planning
cycles to enable anticipatory protection. By aligning
MONUSCO’s field intelligence with displacement-

tracking by local NGOs, peacekeepers can
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preemptively deploy to threatened areas, ensuring that
relief corridors and safe zones are established in sync

with shifting conflict dynamics.

3. Integrate Hybrid Governance in Resource
Management

Adopt co-management models for artisanal mining
that bring together state regulators, traditional leaders,
and mining cooperatives under enforceable
governance charters. These arrangements modeled on
successful fisheries co-governance in West Africa-
should earmark revenue for community development
and empower villages to veto illegal extraction, thus

weakening the informal war economy.

4. Advance Participatory Monitoring and
Evaluation (M&E)
Create civic-tech platforms in North and South Kivu
to crowdsource real-time feedback on DDR outcomes,
ceasefire observance, and restitution efforts. Youth-
led hubs equipped with mobile reporting tools can
help international donors monitor reintegration
impacts and adjust strategies mid-course based on

community input.

5. Promote Sustainable Economic Alternatives to
Mining

Invest in diversified value chains such as agro-
processing, eco-tourism, and solar energy microgrids
to reduce local dependence on conflict minerals.
Public-private partnerships should prioritize women-
and youth-led cooperatives, creating stable
livelihoods that tie economic well-being to peace

rather than war.

Together, these recommendations offer a holistic

pathway for durable peace in eastern DRC—blending
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regional diplomacy, adaptive security, inclusive
governance, grassroots accountability, and sustainable
development. Each is directly grounded in the study’s
findings and tailored to disrupt the interlocking
systems that sustain M23 and similar armed groups.
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